I first heard Wilf Lancaster speak as a guest lecturer when I was a student. Even then (and students are not renowned for their perception or appreciation) I thought 'This guy is worth listening to.' My impression of Lancaster has not changed over the years, and this latest book merely confirms my original thoughts.
The application of artificial intelligence to library operations is an area of development of which we should all be aware, but few of us have the opportunity or the time to keep completely up-to-date in all but a few matters of immediate concern. What Lancaster and Warner have attempted to do in this book is to divide research that has been carried out over the last ten years or so into a variety of areas of relevance, review the literature produced, and provide a current overview. This has been enhanced by a survey sent to vendors and authors about products and work in progress. As such, they have adopted a broader remit than the title suggests, and cover work and products that impinge on libraries in the broadest sense, as much as purely library applications themselves.
As with any survey of the literature, especially those in paper form, it is somewhat dated by the time it has been published. None the less, it provides the reader with a generally comprehensive, critical summary of the state-of-theart reviewed from over 500 papers, and provides an excellent starting place for anyone moving into the subject area or just trying to keep in touch.
The overview is broken down into:
• Applications within libraries and other information service operations: -cataloguing -subject indexing -acquisitions and collection development -reference services
• Applications closely related to library problems: -intelligent text processing -intelligent agents -intelligent interfaces -data mining and knowledge discovery
• Applications from other fields: -manufacturing -scheduling/controlling -financial -legal -education -environment -estimation -geology -healthcare, etc, etc.
• General technologies: -speech technology -computer vision There is little with which I can cavil. As with all of Lancaster's writing, it is well structured, easy to read, wellwritten (not as common as one might imagine, these days) and illuminating. I have come across much that I was unaware of. For example, in discussing tools for database s e l e c t i o n , h e n o t e s o f w o r k b y H u i n t o t h e Easynet/Infomaster menu based system: 'In fact, Hu showed that a completely nonsensical string of characters, when entered in place of subject terms, led to the selection of the same database. It was not clear to her on what basis the final selection of databases was made; she suggests that commercial interests may play a part.' Not everything we see advertised is perhaps as perfect as the salesman says, or the author admits.
Another conclusion, which I found surprising at the time of reading, but in retrospect should not have surprised me so, is that many expert systems 'have never moved beyond experimental or prototype stages, and most projects have been completely discontinued. … Indeed, in some cases at least, the "system" described existed only in the mind of the author.' One cannot help but think that publishers should encourage papers along the lines of 'We tried this, and it failed because…' as well as the 'We did this and it was good.' Failure is just as valid a scientific result as success. It just takes a little more moxie, or nerve, to report it.
I have only one criticism. The methods used to carry out the literature search failed to bring out any of the work by Ronald N. Kostoff of the US Office of Naval Research (Kostoff 2001) . Was the search too selective? Did it not cover the World Wide Web in sufficient detail? It is not as if there is not much by him -a prize to anyone who actually has read everything he has written! However, his work on co-word analysis of electronic text and database tomography should have been covered under Intelligent Text Processing in Chapter 2, and is prominent by its absence.
Even with this small criticism, for a few years to come this book should be the first port-of-call for anyone brushing up on the area, or learning about it from scratch. This book is presented as a practical handbook of 'Knowledge Management' and is 'essential reading… for those seeking career development through Knowledge Management' (from the blurb). It claims it is 'about the emerging knowledge economy, how that economy is changing the way people live and work, and the environment and organizations in which they move' (from the introduction).
The target readership is threefold; firstly, those 'intrigued by knowledge management and the emerging knowledge economy', secondly, 'information professionals' who will be stimulated 'to continue to explore the potential impact on their careers and work' and thirdly, 'those from other professions and backgrounds' whose interest in the relevance and value of information management (my italics) skills' will be further engaged. However, none of these groups is likely to be satisfied by this book because the authors themselves do not appear to be clear about what Knowledge Management is. To say it is 'managing the balance of people, processes and technology that determines the organization and its relationship with its market' (p. 37) hardly distinguishes it from normal management practice. The aims, which are to 'know what you know, learn what you need to know and use knowledge effectively' (p. 39) are equally valid but unexceptional and do not justify the considerable claims for Knowledge Management.
For example, a promotional leaflet from MCB University Press Journal of Knowledge Management starts off: 'What makes an organization really valuable? How is it that some companies can increase their book value or equity by 900%? Take, for example, Intel. In their 1996 Annual Report the company reported $24 billion in assets. The market value of their shares at this time was $110 billion.' -actually just over 450 per cent. The publishers of this journal claim that what rendered the company profitable was its 'grasp of the principles that underpin Knowledge Management', which is a very grand claim. It is this sort of hyperbole and statements such as 'There is no universally accepted definition of the term [knowledge management], perhaps reflecting its essential character, its unique interpretation by the organization that adopts the philosophy' (from the book under review) that make many library and information professionals doubt whether it is anything more than an attempt to aggrandize what library and information professionals already do.
I want to begin by considering whether Knowledge Management is in fact a subject or a theory. It is aligned with two complementary theories. The first is that of the knowledge economy -a theory that dates back to the early 1960s when management guru Peter Drucker was contending that knowledge had become the foundation of the modern economy, as we have shifted 'from an economy of goods [to]… a knowledge economy' (Drucker 1969) . It is now argued that we have evolved into a society where the 'distinguishing characteristic… is that knowledge and organization are the prime creators of wealth' (Karunaratne 1986). The second theory is that of the 'Information Society' of which Daniel Bell is generally seen as the progenitor. He sees in the emergence of a white collar society (and hence, information work) and the decline of industrial labour, changes as profound as the end of class-based political conflict, more communal consciousness, and the development of equality between the sexes. In Bell's view, knowledge has become the most important production factor in modern economies. It is the basis of the exercise of power, it produces gains in productivity, and it ensures business competitiveness. What we have, therefore, is a post-industrial theory of business and society.
However, none of this theory is mentioned in the book under review, and this is I think because the authors do not recognize Knowledge Management as a theory but as a skill. However, in a sentence which might have come from Drucker, they write 'The wealth of a nation no longer depends on its ability to acquire and convert raw materials, but on the abilities and intellect of its citizens and the skills with which organizations harness and develop these abilities.' (p. 4). In fact, throughout the book the authors display an uncertainty about whether what they are discussing is a practical attribute or a theory of society.
This essential problem is caused by the vagueness of the subject. For example, 'People in KM positions represent a wide variety of educational experiences … The understanding of sociology, anthropology, linguistics and organizational behaviour is an essential part of KM … More significant (my italics) is that the team members bring a wide variety of experience to the job.' (p. 100). What Knowledge Management requires is Renaissance Woman or Man. This feeling that anything goes in Knowledge Management is exacerbated by the provision of all sorts of
